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Is Disgust Making a Comeback?

Volume 24, Number 1

We meet @5pm Oct. 25(M) in the International Gardens to discuss disgust, shame & apathy.

The Danger of Justified Apathy
by Ivy Robertson
(ir00344@georgiasouthern.edu)

Social stigmas surrounding the poor,
homeless, mentally ill or otherwise
disadvantaged communities serve to shift the
blame from the institutions and systems onto
individuals’ personal shortcomings. The
attributes and choices of the individual
become the sole factors to blame: poor money
management, loose morals, problems with
addiction, lack of effort or ability are
commonly cited.
Public attitudes reflect these inequality
legitimating ideologies and create
justifications for inhumane and appalling
conditions. There is an assumption that our
society produces just consequences. Following
this consequentialist logic, those that lack the
financial means to care for themselves and
live in impoverished conditions must have
made choices that led to this state of being.
Those that are punished must deserve their
punishment, and violations of the norm attract
penalties. Homelessness is legally and socially
punished, criminalized by measures that
prohibit life sustaining activities such as
asking for money, sleeping, sitting and other
activities in public spaces. It’s easier to excuse
another human living in abject poverty as a
product of their own poor choices. By shifting
responsibility in this manner to the
disenfranchised and victimized group, the
system and existing social order are justified
and reinforced, the status quo is legitimized.
If personal attributes and poor decision
making is to blame, the suffering of another

can be ignored. Guilt, concern, and even
empathy, are avoided. In their place, one may
feel disgust or shame. Both emotions are
bound up with various forms of misogyny,
prejudice, and exclusion.
Martha Nussbaum, when speaking on
disgust, argues that society must refrain from
certain ways of humiliating its members and
rendering them “objects of communal
disgust”. The homeless are commonly the
focus of revulsion, shock, and fear, which
often inspires public ridicule and harassment.
They are made into these “objects of
communal disgust”. Nussbaum states that we
should be wary of these emotions because
they are “associated in troubling ways with a
desire to hide from our humanity.” Feeling a
sense of repulsion towards a group of people
stems from a lack of understanding or feeling
of connection towards such individuals. Those
who are different, in their behaviors,
appearance, speech, and so on, can be
mentally categorized as “other”. When labeled
as “other”, it is easier to discount their lived
experiences, their struggles. One is able to
dissociate and disconnect from those existing
on the periphery, outside of their “in” group.
Limited objective information about a group
leads to filling in the gaps, and perception is
influenced by a small number of highly visible
or notable examples. In this case, it may cause
people to overestimate the prevalence of
particular characteristics in the homeless
population. These assumed traits create further
perceived differences and distance, and lead to
further apathy and insensitivity. This
perceived distance and the differences
between the general population and the
homeless population need to be bridged by

cultivating a deeper understanding, respect,
and level of empathy towards those outside of
one’s social group.
Attempting to discard preconceived notions
and metanarratives about the homeless as well
as work culture in America would allow for an
actual connection based on experience to be
formed. Empathy can then be cultivated and
the public perception altered, which may lead
to a shift in policy and legislation, and the end
of stigmatizing homelessness.

harshly critical of the role that such shame
plays in certain punishments.
“Disgust is making a comeback. Lord
Devlin's famous proposal that the disgust of an
average member of society was sufficient
reason for making a practice illegal, even if it
caused no harm to others, was much criticized
when it first appeared [in 1959, in response to
the Wolfenden Commission's proposal to
decriminalize consensual homosexual
relations]. Support for Devlin's line of thought
is now, however, very much on the rise….

Recommended Reading

Hiding From Humanity:
Disgust, Shame & the Law
(2006)
by Martha Nussbaum
Abstract: Should laws about sex and
pornography be based on social conventions
about what is disgusting? Should felons be
required to display bumper stickers or wear Tshirts that announce their crimes? This
powerful and elegantly written book, by one
of America's most influential philosophers,
presents a critique of the role that shame and
disgust play in our individual and social lives
and, in particular, in the law. Martha
Nussbaum argues that we should be wary of
these emotions because they are associated in
troubling ways with a desire to hide from our
humanity, embodying an unrealistic and
sometimes pathological wish to be
invulnerable. Nussbaum argues that the
thought-content of disgust embodies "magical
ideas of contamination, and impossible
aspirations to purity that are just not in line
with human life as we know it." She argues
that disgust should never be the basis for
criminalizing an act, or play either the
aggravating or the mitigating role in criminal
law it currently does. She writes that we
should be similarly suspicious of what she
calls "primitive shame," a shame "at the very
fact of human imperfection," and she is

Disgust is an inevitable part of human life,
and no doubt it often serves a useful role,
steering us away from many types of danger.
If, however, we understand its connection to
thoughts about contamination and purity that
are ubiquitously mixed up with prejudice and
stigmatization, we will not agree with Devlin
and his contemporary successors that disgust
is a sufficient reason to make a practice illegal.
We will confine legal regulation to cases of
genuine harm, and we will not honor the claim
that simply thinking about what people do in
their private space is a harm worthy of legal
regulation.” –Martha Nussbaum Oct. 1, 2004
The Philosophical Discussion Group invites
disgust and shame into our reflections
as we ask:

ARE YOU HIDING FROM
HUMANITY?
If you don’t show up on
MONDAY, OCT 25 @ 5:00pm in
The International Gardens between
Solms and Hawes Halls,
then we know you are hiding,
not only from humanity,
but also from the shared music of humanity
that will follow our discussion.
Contact Ivy Robertson with comments
ir00344@georgiasouthern.edu

